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tered and subsided into mere undirected frustration
when it became more and more clear there was to be no
one to blame at all.

And this remains perhaps the most haunting revela-
tion to emerge from the EXXON Valdez disaster: there is
no longer anyone to blame for such events because
their contexts, like the events themselves, have become
too complex to define, let alone control. The contexts in
which events occcur have become illimitable— resulting
in decontextualization, a condition wherein blame finds
its rest point nowhere and everywhere. To put it simply,
those who appear most direcily negligent are merely
iconic of the greater negligence of our entire planetary
culture. In effect, we must all share in the blame, for no .
one is really blameworthy at all. Blame, like so much
else, is going global, and rendering the localized condi-
tions under which responsibility was normally
assumed, quite simply, irrelevant, The conclusion:
"Blame” becomes a noun without referent.

Iin Defense of Slick Willie

It has become a truism that we no longer live in a
Newtonian universe, where effects were linked explicit-
ly with causes and could be sorted, theoretically,
with o certain degree of confidence. Major
events still happen—disasters, assassinations,
political and social scandals, environmental
catastrophes, wars—but causes and effects
gppear as intensities, pulsations, waves and
radiation: they do not coalesce into discrete,
identifiable elements.

"Taking responsibility” moy once have
entailed a reluctant embrace of such discrete
elements, like a ship loading a dangerous
cargo. But perversely, in its death throes
responsibility has become a quantity that,
like water, seeks its own level; it settles on
those who don't have the wherewithal to
deflect it further along the networks of
power. The blame game becomes siruc-
turally identical to musical chairs, and
those with the slowest reaction time lose,
punished for the perniciousness of the
game itself. .

The growing zeitgeist of unaccount-
ability finds expression in Homer
Simpson's aphoristic “I'm not to
blame;” it is encoded in the tech-
no-estdb_lishment's centrifugal
apologetics for absolute failure,
most famously in the agentless
phrase "mistakes were made.”
Gone now is the bold .
MacArthuresque "1 shall
return;” instead we have bland
Bushisms, such as "I was out of ;
the loop.” The motto of the ]

politicicns of this unheroic age is not Truman's "The
buck stops here"” but rather a non-committal "Shit hap-
pens.”

Well indeed it does, as it always has. Politicians
have never wanted to face the music, yet never has it
been so disconcertingly clear that they really shouldn't
have to. A case in point: Americans continue to focus
their anger at the president, the one figure who above
all others must take responsibility. They think them-
selves cheated, hdwever, when each president seems
slicker and less substantial than the last. Such aggriev-
edness is absurd. Executive responsibility and the grav-
itas that accompanies are shed proportionately with the
attenuation of the power of the presidency, which
reaches new lows with each passing year. The
metaphor of the “ship of state” with president as “cap-
tain” should be scutiled. Clinton, for all that has been
laid at his feet like a bag of garbage, has been able at
this point to do precisely nothing: the major issues con-
fronting him—"Bosnia,” “the deficit,” “gays in the mili-
tary“—are all impossible contexts into which he has
plummeted, like a balloonist set down on a nude beach.
He can do little but keep his gaze high and pre-
tend he meant to land there. When all is said
and done, however, capricious weather, bad

charts, a loss of hot air, and so on, brought

him hither. His actual control over the

“winds of change” is minimal, emd for the
electorate to blame him for his failures
by one-terming him would be mere petu-
lance. And electiong—supposedly the
ultimate determinations cof executive
responsibility—are simply referenda on adver-

tising campaigns anyway.

So despite the charges of cowardice, butt-
saving, cnd amorality levied at those who
resist or shift the assumption of responsibili-
ty, the types of deferrals, disownings, and
delinkages described here are not necessarily
bad or wrong. On the contrary. the refusal to

be held accountable and the concomitant de-
shouldering of responsibility are theoretical-
ly defensible positions, and indeed obey an
inexorable logic. Words like
accouniability, responsibility, liability and
blame no longer work. Their catachresis
is an adducible correlation of a number
of trends of modernity: the revelations of
sciences such as ecology and physics;
the structural logic of late-capitalism; the
erosion of the "subject” as the central
locus of thought and action; and the rise
of the signifier and the disappearance of
transcendent reference points.
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E ¢c ol o gy

John Muir said, “when we try to
pick out something, we [ind it hitched
to everything else in the universe.”
"BEverything is connected to every-
thing else™: so says a New Age
maxim. "Interconnectedness” [sic]l has
become the new buzz-word in every
field from computer science to envi-
ronmentcl spirituclity.
Paradigmatically, a billiard-ball uni-
verse is junked in favor of the mushi-
ness of relativity, particle/wave duali-
ties, strange attractors.

In biologigal terms, the “food chain”
has been replaced by the “food web.” A
food chain was a barely ecological notion,
but it did allow some recognition of the
important links between compeonents of a
particular ecosystem. In a food chain,
energy passes linearly through the links
in the system and any break in the chain
could spell disaster for all components. A
hypothetical example: the fox ate the
mice ate the grasshopper ate the grain; all
those higher up in the chain suffered when
the wheat crop was destroyed by
wheat rust.

Now, by contrast, in the food web
model the energy fluxes associated
with ecological change arise and dis-
perse multidirectionally, often without
easily discernable origins or ends. A
number of events occur when the wheat
rust enters the areqa: grasshoppers migrate
to better feeding grounds; mouse population
declines; rabbit population increases; hawks benefit
from the rabbit explosion; snakes increase as hawks
switch to preferred food; the wheat field is returned to
fallow allowing recrudescence of native plants; foxes go
hungry and their litiers are smaller; and so on, in
uncounted directions. Although the wheat rust appears
to be the identifiable catalyst of change in both cases,
only the web model illustrates adequately the ramify-
ing, resonating, cybernetic nature of ecological revelu-
tion. On the other hand, the determination of cause and
effect becomes more troublesome in the food web model.

, As in the food chain model, we might try to “blame” the
wheat rust for the fox decline, but it is not clear that the
rust initiated the decline, nor even that a fox decline is
necessarily a bad thing. It may instead be a restoration

" of a previous balance. Other species have increased.
And we should not forget that the wheat is an intro-
duced plant to begin with, and thus the pre-rust balance
was itself artificial.

The very sophistication of the ecological paradigm
thus results in o more gsophisticated and nuanced ver-

sion of redlity. In terms of our dis-
cussion, context makes possible
blame, but it is context itself that
is now in question. "Your wheat
field is responsible for the raid on
my hen-house” becomes a tough
charge to make stick.

Ecomneomy

In business, decisions are made in
response to changing market conditions.
Failure to understand the moxket can
result in bankruptcy, loss of profits, plant
closure. When « bad decision is made, pop-
ular mythology has it that heads will figura-
tively roll. But even in business pain does not
necessarily inhere in the primary parties. In
point of fact, the real hurt stemming from bad
decisions is shifted to workers, communities,
dependent industries, or more generally, the
consumer, whose choices en masse shaped the
market in the first place. The system, like the
Catholic church, is rigged to provide sinners
absolution, here in the form of Chapter 11 protec-
tion, government bailouts, tax write-offs, and gold-
en parachutes. '
Yet those whose blunders most immediately put
the corporate ship on the rocks—the shcareholders, the
execs, the government bureaucracies, the economists
who predict the market trends——are the Captain
Hazelwoods here; for their responses to market con-
ditions are merely programmatic, and follow the
hopeful logic of the alcoholic who believes the botile
will never be empty nor the hangover too painful to
bear. The very existence of capitalist economies
depends on these two linked idealities of inexhaustible
resources and insatiable consumption. If there is « prob-
lem with those assumptions, how can the people whose
livelihoods must presuppose their correctness be
blamed? Thus, in economic terms, responsibility is auto-
matically ceded to the market. It is the market that ulti-
mately must take responsibility for the messes it cre-
ates. Yet what is the market? It is the perfect scapegoat,
since it is composed of everyone and everything and
therefore appears an impersonal, inescapable force, like
the weather. (And even in the confused aftermath of a
hurriceme or flood, “I blame the weather” is perhaps the
most vacuous statement one could make.)

Lot us consider the situation in more detail. Liberals
decry the conventional wisdom that the S&L frauds and
other related financial debacles are attributable to an
amorphous “greedy 80s culture”—which thereby impli-
cates everyone who lived through the decade equally
instead of thaose most direcily involved. Yet even “those
most directly involved"—Reagan, Neil Bush, congress,
Wall Street, land developers, speculators—have
attained in some parts the status of tragic heroes, and
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rightly so, for their ability 1o profit was sanctioned by a
complicitous public long enamoured with the possibility
of unlimited weclth creation.

So the {gilure to alchemize gilk purses from sows’
ears does not mean therefore that the magic doesn't
exist, but that fallible magicians botched their spells.
Mistakes were made. Americans have internalized the
rules of the capitalist shell-game, cnd they believe that
anyone and everyone can attain the status of million-
aires. Unlike in the Philippines, the American Marcoses
receive social sanction for their accumulations. If they
“work hard and play by the rules,” the sky's the limit;
and if they appear o have gone astray, it is ultimately
because the system didn't correct their excesses, the
system is at fault, the system must be adjusted, perhaps
capital gains taxes should be lowered. But the system is
us. In a crypto-Calvinist context like this, how can any
one individual be damned for greediness?

Thus, culpability for the tremendously expensive S&L
bailout is dispersed outward from Washington and
urban financial zones into the hinterlands, even to
future generations. Pious commands to “stop the finger-
pointing” and "take the medicine” resound; "belt-tight-
ening” becomes the clarion-call; "we” must “share the
burden” say the Wall Street clergy—i.e., we must all
share in the atonement for the sin. In the understand-
able but theoretically indefensible resistance to this
kind of group flagellation, small wonder that o Texas
tycoon made rich at the public trough can act as a born-
again populist messiah for the presumptuously guilt-
less Greai Unwashed.

Responsibility for the EXXON Valdez disaster is simi-
lexly emd correctly devolved onto the head of an energy-
hungry everyman. It is his collective fault that eco-
insensitive pipelines must be built, that wars must be
fought to provide him with oil; for in the age of expand-
ing context the producers and purveyors of oil and their
apologists and benefactors in governments act solely in
the service of the all-powerful consumer. Democracy of

the wallet. The collapse of the nuclear power industry,
the clean-up of toxic waste, the retraining of primary
industry workers: all of the socicl and economic costs
incurred to repair these spectacular failures of the
industrial mentality—instances where people suffer for
being in the wrong place at the wrong time—might be
viewed alternatively not as the price of progress but as
part of a national strategy to expiate sin through the
dilution of blame. Shit happens, and in the absence of
isolable guilty parties we must all take the iall.

Subijectivity

And this is now the diffused condition of blamme in our
webbed culture. Bad things still happen to good people,
but it iz Gseless to try to determine beyond all doubt
who should be hung. Felony, capital crime, rape should
be easy to define; yet even when murder most foul is
coaught out, the murderer is almost by definition insane,
or at least exhibiting the conditioned responses of bad
childhood and negative environment. Criminal psychol-
ogists argue convincingly that offenders are simply the
inevitable products of an unforgiving classist, racist,
sexist society. Society is a total system from which the
criminal’s motivation (or lack of it) only appears to arise
spontaneously. Society therefore must be held ultimate-
ly responsible for its criminal excrescences.

Of course we still maintain codes and standards by
which to adjudicate responsibility, and there is no ques-
tion the law does pronounce guilt and innocence. All of
this anachronistic legal inertia does much to assuage .
the societal conscience but little to halt the unassigna-
bility of blame, as most forward-thinking jurists realize.
On the other hand, part of the conservative right’s agen-
da is to damn the liberal penchant to place blame
squarely on all but the accused. Yet the right's nostalgia
for stocks and gallows only reminds us of the theoretical
poverty of their position. Far from building more prisons
and increasing executions, we ought to call for o thera-
pized future in which malelactors are seen and medical-
ly trected for what they are: burst pustules on « filthy
body politic.

Textuality

A final theoretical matrix for this phenomenon of
uncccountability draws upon the post-structuralist dic-
tum that “il n'y a pas d'hors texte” (which Jacques
Derrida says is the same as saying "there is nothing
outside of context”). This means, in effect, that every
spice in the kitchen went into the soup. There is no sim-
ple way 1o isolate the taste since the melange depends
for its flevour on each component. You may say it is too
galty, but you thereby ignore the extent to which pepper
informs it, and you certainly have minimized the com-
plexity added by the pinch of dill. Have another spoon-
ful before you pass judgment on the recipe. And then
another. And still another.

This expanding contextualization presumably would
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be halted by some sort of reasonable "reining-in."” In
mere gourmanderie it is {e.g. "But [ don't like it!").
Elsewhere, however, the reining-in becomes progres-
sively more difficult because the expansion is governed
by the postmodern flight of meaning itself. In what con-
text, so the logic goes, is the delineation of context to be
made? When and where do we decide to interrupt the
ripple-eifect of dilating frames of reference, and in
whose name? With the Valdez, the sequential blaming
of Hazelwood-EXXON-oil demand ot first seems gov-
erned by a mechanistic penchant for first ccuses; but
when blame cannot find a clear focus, it will not settle
on cnyone at all, and the very notion of responsibility,
unlike heavy crude, evaporates. Culpability is ceded
then to the too many cctors, to the techno-socio-histori-
cal conditions, to the nature of reality itself. Even
EXXON can credibly appeal for exoneration, as it recent-
ly has, because the initial settlement merely proved
that, given the legal climate, culpability follows the
money.

Whither Blame?

So what can we expect when it becomes theoretically
incorrect to say "mea culpa”? As has been suggested,
one highlight will be the growing reactionary congensus
for punishment of the body as if in sacrificial retaliation
for the flight of sin. A return to Fouccult's favorite centu-
ry seems in the offing, when the brutalized flesh paid for
the weakness of the spirit. Only this time, the body is
mere scapegoat: electiocuted, gassed, injected, testicles
removed—in ritual response to the social palate’s nos-
talgic taste for blame. (This is ¢ll presaged by the cine-
ma, where excessive violence against bad guys is
deemed morally instructive—whence the general toler-
ance, for example, of Clint Fastwood revenge flicks.} We
will soon see the day when young ghetto-felons are
tried as “drug-pins,” sent to the chair for passing
cocaine through the narcotics pipelines of South .
Chicage, East L.A., as well as upper Manhattan and the
Hamptons. As the most visible memifestation of the U.S.
drug culture, such youths will be bled to pay for the sins
of an entire nation hooked on various forms of escapism.

* We can also predict that blame, despite its practical
disappearance, will continue to be theorized. Derrida,
for example, knows better than anyone that the text-
view of the world creates linkages between wildly dis-
parate elements, heaps context on context, and makes

meaning—read “blaming”—undecidable. But to him,

this does not mean that blame cannot be pronounced,
only that the attempt to fix blame is always political,
i.e., that blame cou arise only in a context and entails
certain responsibilities for the blamer.

One useful tactic, then, for those who wish to avoid
being targets of blame in our incipient reactionary cul-
ture will be to recontextualize blame so that it instead
adheres to those who persist in blaming. People who
blame generally do so according to principles they think
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are actually beyond praise and blame. But, mutatis
mutiandis, such folk themselves become vulnerable to
blame because blaming is in essence a totalitarian act.
A blamer wishes to shut down the play of signification
and the considexation of other coniexts. Also, and signif-
icantly, to ery "Taccuse” is to distance oneself from the
structure of regponsibility: by blaming others one
attempts to exempt oneself from blame.

On the contrary. one should attempt to be so respon-
sible 1o the contexis of "responsibility” that one may risk
appearing irresponsible. For example, when Derrida
considers the Paul de Man affair, to those who accuse
the latter of never taking responsibility for his anti-
semitic wartime writings and the former of irresponsi-
bility in defending him, Derrida can say that those who
are most irresponsible are the critics who will not do the
work of deconstructive reading, who do not read de
Man—and Derrida himself—with enough attentiveness.
These critics, say Derrida, without sufficient rigour or
self-consciousness, seek to assert blame in the most
totalitarian manner, to bring the discussion to rest with-
out probing the limits of de Man's discourse—as well as
the limits of language itself cnd their own necessary
implcation therein. In effect, they do not wish to be tully
responsible for their charges of iiresponsibility.

Derrida, on the other hand, the defender of the
accused, cannot be considered irresponsible because he
keeps open the possibility of mitigating contexts. He
wishes to trace down every linguistic lead, tease apart
every abstraction, place de Man's words in context after
context. To some this seems like obfuscation, post-struc-
turalist bullshit. But at bottom, Derrida remains
untouched by the apparent odiousness of his defense
because by multiplying contexts for de Man's cbviously
execrable writings Derrida simultemeously purifies his
own discourse—by demonstrating time and again the
impossibility of reading cmd thus of making blame stick.
And by castigating his critics’ unwillingness to consider
the implications of their own accusations, Derrida is
able to shift the charge of irresponsibility to them. As

- the old joke goes, the bear asks the rabbit if shit sticks to

his fur; the answer being no, the bear wipes himself
with the rabbit.

To conclude, then, it seems that when the concept of
“blame” at last reaches the end of ils tether and vanish-
es into the ether of non sequitur, the most "responsible”
thing to do will be to speck up vociferously for the nega-
tive responsibility of others—and pray that when the
time comes they'll do the same for you. This way every-
one's ass will stay clean.

Andrew McMurry is a graduate student of English ot
Indiana University, Bloomington.
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